The use of Traditional Arabic Medicine (TAM) for various diseases has been popular but scarcely studied in Syria. In the present study, we carried out ethnobotanical and ethnopharmacological research on the plants traditionally used to cure various diseases in northern Syria. The information was collected from the city and villages of the Aleppo governorate "Mohaafazah" in the north of Syria, collecting data directly on the basis of a detailed survey of inhabitants and herbalists.
Traditional medicine (TM) has been defined by the WHO as: 'referring to health practices, approaches, knowledge, and beliefs incorporating plant-, animal-and mineralbased medicines, spiritual therapies, manual techniques and exercises, applied singularly or in combination to treat, diagnose and prevent illnesses or maintain well-being' [1] . TM is based on local knowledge and socio-cultural and religious beliefs, developed overtime by local people within their belief systems and specific environmental (particular biodiversity) conditions of a definite area. It can vary greatly from country to country and from region to region and can involve varying levels of training and efficacy. Although modern medicine is currently available in many developing countries, large proportions of the population in these countries still largely rely on traditional practitioners and medicinal plants for therapeutic purposes. Indeed TM is often the first choice for providing primary health care in developing countries and the World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that more than 80% of health care needs in these countries are met through traditional health care practices, being the cheapest and most accessible.
WHO in many circumstances has considered the integration of TM into the official health care system as an increase in manpower that could provide a higher degree of health coverage [2a-2d] . For these reasons, efforts to recognize, coordinate and regulate the practice of TM are significantly important. In addition, the associated biodiversity of the species used is important in the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity.
Syria, like its neighboring countries in the Middle East, has been distinguished throughout history by a rich inventory of natural medicinal substances. The Arabic Republic of Syria is a Mediterranean country bordered by Turkey in the north, Jordan, in the south, Lebanon and the Mediterranean Sea in the west, and Iraq in the east. Although Syria is a small country, it has a great diversity of plants. This diversity is generally attributed to the varied geography and climate due to the unique location. The area includes about 185,180 square kilometers of Badia (the semi-arid rangelands of the Syrian Arab Republic, known as "Al Badia" in Arabic, and the "Steppe" in English), plains, and mountains. It is divided into a coastal zone, with a narrow, mountain belt in the west, a much larger eastern plateau, Badia, in the south, and rivers crossing the country. Thus the climate of Syria is characterized by a unique combination of Badia and sea.
Syria is known for its wealth of plant species with medicinal properties, which have been used since early times. In fact, more than 3500 species belonging to 131 families have been found in Syria, hundreds of which may have medicinal and therapeutic significance. Throughout ancient times in Syria, as part of Bilad Alsham, and other lands in the region, humans used various natural materials as sources of medicines [3] [4] [5] [6] . However, the subject of traditional medicine in Syria has received little attention in the literature, and very little is known about the traditional medicinal substances used nowadays by the Syrian population to treat the most common diseases. Thus, to date, no articles devoted to traditional medicine of Syria have been published except for one on the use of "Zahraa" and another on the medicinal plants in Golan, which is an occupied Syrian territory [7, 8] . For these reasons, the aim of the present investigation was to gather the uses of medicinal plants in the north of Syria, as a foundation for a national survey, and to document the information concerning the uses of medicinal plants, which may serve as the basis of knowledge for a more intensive scientific research. Our study revealed that hundreds of plant species belonging to different families are still used in traditional medicine as herbal remedies for the treatment of the most common diseases. The most important 100 species, based on quotations and frequency of use, are cited in Table 1 Table 1 ).
To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first ethnobotanical survey of medicinal plants used in northern Syria, in the Aleppo region. This survey demonstrates that traditional medicine is still strong and widely practiced. It is important to extend this inventory to document and restore the use of medicinal plants in other regions of Syria in order not to lose this important heritage by mandatory intervention by international and regional organizations. In addition, it is important to intensify studies on populations and sustainability of harvesting of medicinal plants, which has the potential to accelerate rural development.
In addition, pharmacological, toxicological and phytochemical studies to confirm the safety and effectiveness of the medicinal plants are now being undertaken, but still only a few of the species have been screened. Such comprehensive studies will rationalize the safety and potential efficacy of these medicinal plants and will form the starting point for the design of therapeutic approaches to the common diseases based on the most effective and least toxic products.
Experimental
The study area: The surveys were conducted in the city and villages of the Aleppo (Halab) governorate "Mohaafazah". Aleppo (18500 km 2 ) is located in the northern part of Syria, south of the Turkish boarder. It consists of a hill known as Aleppo Hill, which extends from Intab hill in the north, to the Hama plains in the south, and from Orontes valley in the west, to the Euphrates Valley and Assham Badia in the east. The elevation within the study area ranges between 750 and 1150 m a.s.l The average yearly rainfall is about 547.5 mm, with a maximum monthly average of 115.9 mm in January and a minimum of 0.0 mm in July and August. The mean annual temperature is 15.1°C, varying between 29.4 °C for the hottest month (August) and 2.3°C for the coldest (January).
Interviews:
The survey was conducted during the period 2008/2009. A total of 120 people (medicinal plants users, traditional healers, herbalists and medicinal plant collectors), with ages ranging between 20 and 70 years, were interviewed in the study. Medicinal uses, plant parts used, methods of preparation and ways of administration were ascertained ( Table 1 ). Most of these species grow naturally in the different regions of Syria and are widely used in local traditional medicine. Field information was gathered during semi-structured interviews and questionnaires in homes and/or shops, and transect walks in wild plant medicine collection areas. The interviews were recorded in specially designed forms containing: 1interviewee's personal information; 2-socio-economic and educational situation; 3-specific use(s) of medicinal plants, part(s) of the plant used, and the method(s) of preparation; and 4-herbal sources of the medicinal plants.
The participants were assured that their responses would be used only for research purposes and that the information given would be treated with uppermost concern and confidentiality. Translations of the local disease names into their English or western-medicine equivalents were provided by Dr Ahmad Jaddouh.
Identification of plant material:
Plant voucher specimens were deposited in the Herbarium of the Department of Botany, University of Aleppo. The identity of each plant species mentioned by the interviewees was verified and confirmed by a professional botanist (Dr Ahmad Jaddouh). A medicinal use was accepted as valid only if it was mentioned by at least 3 independent practitioners. Based on the information collected, plants mentioned by at least 3 independent participants in the treatment of a disease were selected from the synoptic table, which contained a list of several hundreds of medicinal plants used for various health problems.
